A comparative study of parental care between two rodent species: implications for the mating system of the mound-building mouse Mus spicilegus.
Paternal care is uncommon in mammals where males are more often involved in sexual competition than in providing care for their own offspring. However some species present some form of paternal care and, most of the time, this phenomenon is associated with a monogamous mating system. Mice of the genus Mus, such as the house mouse Mus musculus domesticus, are commonly considered to be polygamous-polygynous species. In Mus spicilegus, the mound-building mouse, previous results on female sexual preferences have suggested the existence of pair bonding more compatible with a monogamous mating system than with a polygamous one. We therefore tested the hypothesis that male M. spicilegus present a higher level of paternal care than males of the polygynous house mouse. Results showed that male M. spicilegus spent significantly more time covering the young during the first week after birth than male M. m. domesticus, particularly when the female was exploring, and retrieved stray pups significantly more frequently and more rapidly than male M. m. domesticus. There were practically no differences between the females of these two species. M. spicilegus parents also more significantly alternated their protection of the pups than M. m. domesticus parents. We discuss the evolution of paternal care in M. spicilegus in relation to monogamy.